FROM   SEA    TO    SKY

the Western Desert showed that only 21 serviceable Hurricanes
remained to Nos. 73 and 274 Squadrons and that owing to the
very exposed position of No. 73 within the perimeter at Tobruk
we were losing too many aircraft. Not only were our machines
under machine-gun fire as well as A.A. immediately after taking
off or during the approach to land but on several occasions they
were faced with having to deal with large enemy formations in-
volving 100 bombers escorted by upwards of 150 fighters. During
the 22nd and 23rd No. 73 had destroyed 12 German aircraft and
probably 2 more for the loss of 3 of their own, but this could not go
on indefinitely, so I decided to withdraw them to Mersa Matruh,
from where they could operate on offensive sweeps over Tobruk
in company with No. 274 Squadron.

The Takoradi reinforcing route now began to provide us with
Tomahawk fighters, 12 of them were in Egypt, 17 en route and
another 145 were at Takoradi. It was most disappointing that they
were suffering from teething troubles, both engine and armament,
which prevented their immediate allotment to fighter squadrons
for operations. However, a few more Hurricanes came across the
route to just keep us going. On the 28th April the total number of
serviceable Hurricanes available in Middle East excluding Malta
was under 50.

The Prime Minister signalled that he had no doubt that
maximum possible air support would be given to imperial troops
in Greece during the next few critical days so far as this could be
done without prejudice to the security of the decisive theatre
Egypt. I was glad to get confirmation that the decisive theatre was
still regarded as being Egypt.

During the next four or five days the evacuation from Greece
by sea, and to a limited extent, by air went on in spite of losses.
The New Zealanders and Australians were doing magnificently
holding successive lines covering Athens and the Piraeus. On the
26th German paratroops dropped near Corinth captured the town
and bridge across the canal, which increased the difficulties of
covering the embarkation.

By the 30th April the R.A.F. evacuation was complete, and two
days later the figure for all imperial troops rose to over 43,000
safely evacuated out of a total force of 60,000.

The flying-boats of No. 230 Squadron under Wing-Corn-
mander Francis played a large part iix this successful operation.
Assisted by Sunderlands of No. 228 Squadron they carried no less
than 600 from Greece to Crete, and with the help of Bombays and